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the	 culinary	 arts,	 far	 beyond	 the	 obvious	 of	fishing,	 hunting,	 gardening	
and	cooking.1	 	They	include	all	 those	skills	 that	human	beings	need	for	
living	 comfortably,	 healthily,	 in	 community	with	 others.	 	But	 above	 all,	
the	culinary	arts	include	the	knowledge	of	social	consciousness	and	moral	
reasoning.		To	make	a	beautiful	knot	is	a	sign	of	social	virtue.		The	clumsy	
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knowledge	of	the	culinary	arts	increases	so	too	does	physical	creativity	and	
stamina.		As	Piaroa	tell	it,	the	intermingling	of	types	of	personal	capacities	



















their	 beautiful	 thoughts	 are	 enclosed	within	 beads	made	 of	 the	 granite	
















	 The	 genre	most	 often	 used	 in	 shamanic	 chants	 is	 that	 of	 robustly	
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of	 grotesque	 realism	 is	 not	 always	 used	 by	 chanters.	 	 I	 have	 narrations	




creation.	 	 It	 is	 through	understanding	how	 these	 two	genres	 relate	 that	
we	can	begin	 to	understand	knowledge,	 and	 its	bodily	use,	 from	Piaroa	
perspectives.
THE GENRE OF THE SUBLIME
	 I	shall	begin	with	the	sublime,	a	chant	vignette	on	the	god	Anemei,	
where	the	beauty,	wisdom,	and	great	power	of	sensory	process	is	proclaimed.	





Anemei’s Crystal Box of Light10
[Version	Sung	by	Jose	Luis,	of	the	Upper	Cuao,	1977]
He was born inside the nucleus of the seeds of cotton
 inside Mæriweka, [the mountain house of the gods]
 inside Mæriweka is the waterfall, Mæreya
He was born inside the seed of this waterfall
 inside the seed of Ruwæire
He grew, and lived, an invisible man.
 He never dies.
He was born within Anemei’s purutsokinya [his crystal womb boxes of origin]
 [here there was] Anemei’s jaguar roar (huruhuru) purutsokinya
 [here there was] Anemei’s insect biting, powerful brilliant light
 [here there was] the brilliant light of Anemei’s fossilised stone
 [here there was] Anemei’s brilliant light to combat the forces of illness
 He was born inside these boxes of origin.
He names the skies
 There were born the skies of the Grandfather of Anemei
 These boxes belong to the Grandfather of Anemei
 These waterfall skies were born.
Anemei was born within these skies, and lived there.
 He had no shadow
 He had his own light that came from within himself
3
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 He had the sounds of music
 He had the powder to be used to combat rain
 He had the force not to receive illness, and the force to combat illness.
  He had no dirt
  He was clean
  He had no shadow
Wahari [creator god of people] had seen the entire world through his sorcery
 but he could not see Anemei
  Anemei lived inside the boxes of his Grandfather
  He had no dirt
  He had no shadow
Anemei lived first at Nyuema [mountain house of gods]
 inside the waterfall, Mæreya
 Inside Ronyetuwæ
 he lived within the mountain Ronyetuwæ
 and inside the mountain Rækinya’a
 inside Rækinya’a
He lived inside the mountain(s).
He lived behind the waterfall where it was fresh.
When Wahari gazed at the mountain he could only see the waterfall.
 no reflection of Anemei was there.
 Anemei was invisible
 He still lives
 He is a man who never dies
 He thought about life
Anemei thought through his heart and heard through his heart, not from beyond 
it.
 He never dies
 He lives together with the world
 He never disappears.
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Anemei.	 	 It	 comes	 to	 live	within	 the	 chanter.	 	He	 is	 able	 to	 see,	 with	






	 Benevolent	 Anemei	 still	 sings.	 	 He	 sang,	 and	 he	 sings,	 for	 Piaroa	
people.	 	He	 is	very	beautiful.	 	He	wears	many,	many	beads.	 	Where	he	
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Anemei’s	songs,	Piaroa	could	not	eat	animals.		Some	“thinkers”	therefore	
say	 they	 think	 about	Anemei	more	 than	 any	 of	 the	 other	 gods.	 	He	 is	
the	one	who	first	saw	animals	as	vegetables.		The	Piaroa	therefore	can	be	















has	effect	 in	the	world,	as	a	mighty	 increase	ceremony.	 	The	competent	
singer	must	also	hear	and	see	all	the	sounds	of	animals,	and	also	the	flutes	
of	the	animals	owned	by	the	(sort	of	human)	grandparents	of	the	animals	









	 The	 ritual	 for	 becoming	 a	 hunter,	 and	 also	 for	 acquiring	 shamanic	
power,	usually	pertains	to	men,	and	is	to	men	as	pregnancy	is	to	women.	
The	 forest	 is	made	 fertile	with	animals,	and	the	men	acquire	 their	own	
fertility.	 	 For	men,	 as	 for	women,	 such	 powerful	 fertility	 is	 personal	 to	
self,	and	must	not	be	spoken	of	to	others.	 	Parallelism	in	the	generative	
processes	of	men	and	women	is	a	strong	theme	in	Piaroa	narrative	imagery,	
and	also	 in	 their	 ritual	procedures,	 and	 thus	an	 issue	 to	be	 raised	again	
below.
	 Finally,	we	find	the	connection	between	hunting	and	singing,	which	
is	 translated	 into	 Anemei’s	 “ethereal	 power”	 of	 huruhuru,	 his	 force	 of 
huruhuru.		Huruhuru is	translated	variously	as	voice,	language,	the	sound	of	
6
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Yet,	this	flute	is	called	the	“jaguar of songs.” Its	force	is	huruhuru,	the	jaguar’s	
roar (or,	the	force	of	air).		In	order	to	engage	properly	in	the	culinary	arts,	
the	life	of	the	senses	and	the	life	of	thoughts	must	be	conjoined.












		 A	shaman’s	 song dwells	 in	 the	heart.	 	He	 thinks	 these	 songs	 in	 the	
heart,	as	Anemei	does.		To	think	these	songs	through	the	head,	and	not	the	
heart,	would	be	dangerous.
A BRIEF COMPARISON OF THE GENRES OF THE SUBLIME 
AND THE GROTESQUE









songs,	and	actions.	 	For	humans	alive,	 there	 is	always	 such	ambivalence	
7
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	 In	 other	 respects	 the	 genre	 of	 the	 sublime	 contrasts	 greatly	 with	
grotesque	realism.		For	instance,	there	is	no	display	and	no	imagery	of	the	
ludic	in	the	sublime.		The	chanter	makes	little	use	of	the	comic	poetics	that	








	 In	 the	 chants,	 grotesque	 realism	 is	used	 for	 exploring	 the	 effects	of	
certain	 appetites	 and	 bodily	 processes	 on	 ways	 of	 knowing:	 the	 vagina	
bleeding,	ass	 shitting,	ass	bleeding,	ass	 farting,	 tongue	bleeding,	armpits	
sweating,	 pus	 dripping,	mouth	 vomiting.	 	 In	 contrast,	 the	 genre	 of	 the	
sublime	proclaims	the	possibility	of	the	poetry,	power,	and	ethereal	beauty	










THE WORK OF THE GENRE OF THE GROTESQUE 
REALISM
	 There	 are	many	 reasons	 that	 the	genre	of	 the	bawdy	grotesque	 is	 a	
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	 Another	 aspect	 of	 grotesque	 imagery	 that	 Bakhtin	 dwells	 upon,	
especially	 relevant	 to	 the	 chant	 narratives	 of	 Piaroa	 shamans,	 is	 its	
“bodiliness.”	 	 In	 grotesque	 realism,	 Bakhtin	 (1968:26)	 observes,	 the	
body	is	open.		There	are	no	clear	boundaries	between	bodies	or	between	
bodies	 and	 the	world	 (Bakhtin	1968:26).	 	There	 is	 the	 ever	unfinished,	
ever-creating	body,	and	the	body	as	a	principle	of	endless	degeneration—
always	 twinned	 with	 regenerative	 reproductive	 abundance.	 	 A	 leading	
theme	 is	 this	 fertility	 of	 bodily	 life,	 particularly	 of	 its	 nether	 parts	
(Bakhtin	 1968:27).	 	There	 is	 the	 emphasis	 on	 apertures	 or	 convexities,	
on	 genitals,	 noses,	 assholes	 (Bakhtin	 1968:4).	 	 Such	 imagery	 is	 normal	
to	 the	 poetics	 of	 the	 Piaroa	 chanter.	 	 The	 use	 of	 this	 genre	 allows	
the	 shaman	 chanter,	 and	 his	 audience,	 to	 reflect	 upon	 the	 elusive	
“world-openness”	of	their	own	bodies.		It	is	an	imagery	that	allows	them	to	
accept	and	take	responsibility	for	the	consequences	of	their	own	corporality,	
being	 ever	 entwined	 with	 destructive,	 abusive,	 and	 strange	 mythscape	
events.		
	
POISONOUS FERTILITY, ORIFICES  EXPELLING
	 In	 narrations	 of	 Piaroa	 shamans,	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 great	 arts	 of	
the	culinary	is	a	tale	of	poison,	the	uses	of	poison,	and	its	misuses.		This	
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	 	 Guss	 (1990:105–106)	 says	 that	 Yecuana	 understand	 poison	 as	 an	
integrating	agent	of	transformation	that	can	either	be	generative	of	new	








	 Ethnographic	 detail	 is	 crucial	 to	 understanding	 these	 clusters	 of	
ideas,	which	always	relate	to	the	twinning	of	generative	with	degenerative	





is	 called	k’erœu,	which	proclaims	 sunstroke	 (poisoned	by	 the	 rust	of	 the	
sun),	and	also	the	dreaded	illness	of	paranoia	and	tyranny	that	befell	the	
creator	gods.		The	syphilitic	boils	of	the	brain	of	an	old	shaman	have	the	
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bodily	 process,	 and	with	 other	 people’s	 bodily	 processes	 as	 they	 engage	
in	daily	 tasks.	 	For	Piaroa,	 the	 evidence	on	 certain	points	 became	 clear	
and	consistent,	from	their	chanting,	from	everyday	verbal	play,	and	from	
animated	 exegesis.	 	 First,	 the	 creative,	 fertile	 processes	 of	 the	 culinary	
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of	orifices	and	organs	of	 the	nether	parts.	 	Here,	we	have	 the	 image	of	
bloody	 urinating	 that	 creates	 all	 the	 sweet	 fruits	 of	 the	 jungle	 and	 the	













	 In	 this	 vignette	 on	 the	origin	of	 sweet	 fruits,	we	 are	 provided	with	
imagery	that	is	typical	of	grotesque	realism	poetics.		But	all	is	not	evident	
in	 this	 tale.	 	 Its	 ambiguities	 are	 plentiful.	 	There	 are	 the open	 orifices	




when	 combined	 insisting	 on	 the	 twinning	 of	 degenerate	 process	 with	
regenerative	abundance.
	 In	 time,	 the	 listener	 of	 shamanic	 narrations	 comes	 to	 realize	 that	
narrators	 are	 weaving	 grand,	 ever-shifting,	 fractal	 syntheses	 that	 link	
poison,	 monstrous	 conduct,	 and	 excessive	 bodily	 processes,	 with	 the	
culinary	 arts.	 	The	 fractal	 imagery	 of	 one	 narration	 sheds	 light	 on	 the	
12
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next.		The	gift	of	the	great	chanter	is	the	brilliant	interweaving—between	
chants,	within	chants,	and	condensed	within	the	many-layered	evocative	



















Belaunde	2002,	 and	 intra;	Brown	1985).	 	Blood	 is	 also	 very	poisonous,	
at	 least	 the	 expelling	 of	 blood	 is.	 	 Likewise,	 curare	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	
poisonous	of	Piaroa	culinary	tools	for	bodies	that	are	open	to	the	world.
The Origin of Miscarriage
[based	on	the	chant	of	Jose	Luis	Sucre,	of	the	Lower	Cuao,	in	1977]17 
Wahari	 tried	to	get	some	curare	 from	crazy	Kuemoi,	 the	creator	of	curare,	
but	 couldn’t.	 	 His	 wife,	Maizefood,	 daughter	 of	 Kuemoi,	 manages	 to	 get	
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	 In	the	process	of	looking	for	dead	Toucan,	Wahari	becomes	really	crazy	
and	gripped	with	a	 strong	desire	 to	kill	people.	 	He	wants	 to	kill	his	own	
brother	and	his	 sons-in-law.	 	Wahari	 sets	a	 trap	 for	 them.	 	He	 transforms	
dead	Toucan	into	a	living,	dreadful,	subterranean	monster,	Tapir/Anaconda,	










of	 miscarriage.	 	 It	 was	 miscarriage,	 not	 curare	 plants,	 which	 Toucan	















his	own	kin	people.	 	It	was	Wahari’s	bad	social	behavior	 that	 instigated	
poisonous,	 yet	 fertile,	 bodily	processes	 in	others.	 	 In	both	 vignettes,	we	
find	that	inordinate	expelling	from	the	orifices—urinating	blood,	excreting	





along	with	gonorrhea,	paralysis,	blindness,	 skin	 fungus,	 and	 sore	 throat.	
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creations	of	Wahari	that	he	gave	as	“thoughts”	to	the	animals	(replacing	their	
own	knowledge	of	useful	culinary	arts.)		The	animals	now,	through	their	





immense	 importance	to	the	topic	of	poisonous	bodily	fluids.	 	They	 link	
the	following	bodily	processes:	(1)	the	perverse,	but	fertile,	excretions	of	
creation	time,	(2)	the	disease-carrying	excretions	of	animals,	and	(3)	the	
waste	products	of	human	beings	 today.	 	Together,	 they	 form	a	powerful	
unit	of	corporeal	theory	that	deals	with	the	dangerous	sensory	capacities	
of	nether	parts	for	urinating,	defecating,	vomiting,	and	ejaculating.		Again,	
the	 imagery	 evoked	 is	 that	 of	 endless	 processes	 of	 degeneration	 and	
regeneration,	digestion	and	gestation.





thereby	dangerously	 impregnate	 each	other,	 causing	 illness,	or	 lingering	
weakness	 (Overing	 2004b).	 	 Specific	 linguistic	 classifications	 of	 bodily	
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	 In	everyday	verbal	banter,	much	fun	is	made	of	farts	(Overing	1986;	








father-in-law	 has	 greater	 knowledge	 than	 his	 son-in-law,	 and	 thus	 his	
bodily	 excretions—his	 knowing	 sweat,	 urine,	 excrement,	 and	 farts—are	
dangerous	to	the	health	of	his	son-in-law,	who	is	less	powerful	than	he.		The	
lad,	in	farting,	is	ridding	himself	of	such	contamination.		Such	cleansing	
of	 poison	 gives	 him	 strength,	 a	 principle	 that	will	 be	 further	 explained	




	 A	 discussion	 of	 the	work	 of	menstrual	 bleeding	will	 further	 clarify	
this	 interplay	 of	 the	 degenerative	 and	 (re)generative	 in	 the	 bodily	
processes	 of	 expelling.	 	 Both	 women	 and	men	menstruate.	 	 A	 woman	
has	 the	 transformational	 knowledge	 to	 create	 babies.	 	 It	 is	 the	 fertility	
of	her	“thoughts”	that	allows	her	to	do	this.	 	Essential	to	the	process	of	














	 Shamans	 explained	 to	 me	 that	 much	 of	 their	 transformational	
strength	for	shamanic	arts	is	acquired	through	ritual	“menstruation.”		In	
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a	stingray	spine	through	his	tongue	and	also	the	tongues	of	his	apprentices.	





their	 own	 embodied	 thoughts,	 so	 as	 not	 to	 be	 so	 dangerous	 to	 others	






with	menstrual	blood	 could	die	of	weakening	 illness.	 	Seeing,	 smelling,	








	 	We	return	 to	a	major	principle	of	Piaroa	 theory	 that	 relates	bodily	
process	 and	knowledge	 to	 the	 two	 faces	 of	 poison	 as	 a	 potent	 agent	 of	
transformation.		Adult	expelling	of	poisonous	bodily	fluids	from	orifices	
of	 the	 body—vagina	 bleeding,	 tongue	 bleeding,	 armpits	 sweating,	 ass	
expelling—can	be	self-fertilizing.		All	these	apertures	act	as	creative	tools	
for	open	bodies.	 	Such	expelling	becomes	an	 important	operator	 in	 the	
mastery	 of	 knowledge.	 	 It	 is	 the	means	 through	which	 a	 person	 sheds	
toxic	 unmastered	 knowledge,	 which	 otherwise	 could	make	 you	 sick,	 or	
even	crazy.		The	curing	shaman	gives	the	patient	hallucinogens	to	imbibe	
or	inhale,	which	travel	through	the	body	of	the	patient,	having	the	effect	
of	 giving	 it	 a	 good,	 thorough	 cleansing.	 	The	 ritual	 concludes	with	 the	
patient	 violently	 vomiting	and	defecating,	which	 rids	 the	patient	of	 the	
toxins	of	unmastered	knowledge.		At	the	same	time,	one’s	own	expelling	is	
dangerous	to	the	health	of	others,	who	are	vulnerably	open	to	the	poisons	
of	 another’s	 excretions.	 	 Your	 kinspeople	 absorb	 into	 their	 bodies	 what	
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a	knowing,	intentional seeing,	absorbing,	tasting,	or	hearing—where	the	




to	enter	 it.	 	 In	hunting	 ritual,	 young	men	undergo	wasp	and	poisonous	
















laughter	and	speaking,	the	chanting	of	the	shaman.	 	All	of	this	 is	 to	be	
absorbed	through	the	work	of	the	senses,	and	circulated	by	the	blood	to	all	
parts	of	the	body.
BACK TO THE GENRE OF THE SUBLIME
	 Piaroa	 capacity	 for	 regeneration	 is	made	 possible	 through	 their	 use	
of	 their	 beautiful,	 cleansed	knowledge.	 	This	 returns	us	 to	 the	genre	of	
the	 sublime,	 where	 the	 language	 is	 lyrical	 and	 verses	 well	 framed,	 and	
where	emphasis	is	upon	beautiful	and	creative	possibilities	for	life,	rather	
than	upon	grotesqueries	that	lurk	around	the	corner.		Whereas	grotesque	
imagery	 dwells	most	 forcefully	 on	 active	 nether	 parts,	 the	 focus	within	
the	 sublime	 is	 upon	organs	 and	 senses	 relating	 to	 the	upper	body:	 eyes	
seeing,	 ears	 hearing,	 mouth	 ingesting,	 nose	 inhaling,	 mouth	 blowing.	
There	 is	 the	 busy	 interplay	 of	 all	 these	 senses	 at	 work,	 a	 dizziness	 of	
upper	body	functioning.		There	is	the	role	of	tongue,	mouth	and	larynx,	
working	together,	in	speaking,	singing,	and	blowing.		These	are	the	organs	
and	 related	 sensory	 capacities	 upon	which	 language	 and	 the	 verbal	 arts	
rely.	 	They	are	also	 the	particular	powers	of	 the	 shaman,	making	use	of	
18
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the	breeze	of	Anemei	by	singing,	speaking,	blowing:	by	singing	Anemei’s	







mighty	 tool	 in	 shamanic	arts,	marked	by	 the	shaman’s	nostril	being	 the	
“vaginal	passage	of	the	nose”	(tshímu i’sæ’hu).21		The	woman’s	vagina	and	
its	passage	 is	keri i’sæ´’hu.  In	both	 instances,	 the	 reference	 to	passage	 is	
feminized	by	the	suffix	“hu,”	which	speaks	of	the	transformational	potency	
of	shamanic	inhaling	of	hallucinogens.			Hallucinogens	are	fertilizing,	and	
the	 shaman	 is	 willingly	 impregnated.	 	 Similarly,	 ordinary	 people	 smell	
cooking	aromas,	and	are,	with	pleasure,	 impregnated.	 	The	organ	of	the	
nose	is	an	important	passage	for	acquiring	knowledge.		





















he	has	no	greed.	 	Because	he	 lives	with	no	one,	no	one	 can	poison	his	
tranquility.	 	He	never	wants	 to	murder,	nor	does	he	 covet	 the	goods	of	
others.	 	 He	 never	 lusts	 for	 power	 or	 sex.	 	 He	 is	 totally	 self-sufficient.	
Anemei	 is	not	a	human	being.	 	Nor	does	he	have	 the	capacities	 to	 live	
a	 human	 sort	 of	 life,	 which	 is	 social.	 	He	 has	 no	 reason	 to	misuse	 his	
19
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skills.	 	 The	 shaman’s	 menstruation	 serves	 as	 a	 social,	 knowledgeable	




in	knowledgeable	 and	 socially	 responsible	ways.	 	The	 careful	mastery	of	







is	 the	 most	 poignant	 and	 ambiguous	 image	 possible	 for	 the	 human	
condition.		Huruhuru	(“jaguar’s	roar”)	also	signifies	specific	ways	in	which	
human	 beings—and	 human	 beings	 alone—engage	 with	 one	 another,	




Nor	would	 it	 really	 be	 desired.	 	Anemei	 lives	 alone.	 	Anemei	 does	 not	
eat,	 nor	 make	 love.	 	 For	 Piaroa,	 wisdom	 depends	 upon	 understanding	
the	messages	of	bawdy	grotesque	realism,	with	its	playfulness,	bodiliness,	
ambiguities,	 and	with	 its	messages	of	death	and	 regeneration.	 	 It	 is	 the	
poisonous	culinary	arts	 that	are	both	enabling	of	a	community	of	social	
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particular	about	the	strong	and	interesting	link	between	sense	and	sensibility.    















	 7.	Guss	 (1990),	writing	on	Yecuana,	 relates	 such	multiple	connections	and	
synthesising	to	their	weaving.		













not	been	 so	much	with	“structures,”	 but	with	 the	 learning	 and	 transmitting	of	
indigenous	knowledges	more	generally.		This	too	is	a	pedagogical	pursuit.		It	is	not	
a	methodological	one.		The	real	question	is	how	can	we	learn	from	our	teachers—





teach	 us	 and	we	 then	 go	 back	 home	 and	 try	 to	 teach	 as	 we	were	 taught,	 the	
grand	narratives	of	methodology,	in	which	I	am	not	so	interested	in	using,	take	for	
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	 12.Taussig,	in	Mimesis and Alterity	(1993:57–58),	has	relevant	comments	on	
the	crossing	of	the	senses	in	visual	and	nonvisual	imagery.		






	 16.	Cf.,	Guss	 (1990)	on	 the	 importance	of	poison	 in	Yecuana	 	 theories	of	
knowledge	and	generative	capacity.		
	 17.	Also	see	Overing	(2006).		
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